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Iowa: Is Fire in Your Future? 
by Gail Kantak 
Yes, the foresters of tomorrow will need to 
be well-versed in prescribed fire as well as 
the traditional teaching and tactics of fire pre-
vention and fire suppression. Iowa landscape 
has changed. Private landowners, natural re-
source managers and government policy are 
all striving to return the land to a more di-
verse, pre-settlement-type vegetation. The 
historic native grasslands and woodlands of 
Iowa were a function of cultural and natural 
fire occurrences. Managing for the species 
of this historic landscape signals a reintroduc-
tion of fire as a tool to manage that landscape. 
Fires have burned all across the planet for mil-
lions of years. Nearly every ecosystem in 
North America depends on fire. In Iowa, we 
know that Indians used fire to encourage 
plants preferred by the animals they hunted, to make effect until well into World War II when manpower 
travel easier and to protect themselves. Settlers mim- was no longer endlessly available, nor cheap. 
icked the Indians use of fire because they saw these 
benefits and the resulting improved grazing opportu- Lessons of time have taught us that complete fire sup-
nities for their livestock. It was the use of these cul- pression is an unattainable goal and curiously enough, 
tural fires that were at the core of how we perceive fire is a valuable tool. We also recognize that as a 
our pre-settlement landscape, rich with deep-rooted result of the many changes brought on via settlement, 
native grasses, abundant wildflowers, open savannas government policy and man's innate desire to con-
and woodlands great with oak. Yet, as Iowa became trol his surroundings, Iowa's landscape will never re-
more settled, fences and structures went up, folks semble the Indian's fire influenced landscape that 
became less transient and fire took on a menacing welcomed the early settlers. 
face. 
Now at the turn of the 21 st century, Iowa is learning 
At the tum of the 20th century, the science of forestry, to embrace the natural resource management prac-
which was transplanted from Europe, scoffed at the tices of the Native Americans. Through federal, state, 
burning by settlers and Native Americans. Under and local programs generally working in cooperation 
Gifford Pinchot, head of the newly created Forest with interested private landowners, extensive net-
Service (1905), fire protection became a priority. works of cropland are being converted back to native 
"There is no doubt that forest fires encourage a spirit grasslands and woodlands. Management of these fire 
of lawlessness and a disregard for property rights," dependent systems requires new skills of our current 
he wrote in 1898. All efforts were made to extin- and future resource managers. These natural resource 
guish all fires. This "no bum" policy remained in management agencies recognize the value of utiliz-
22 
ing prescribed fire on these systems and also the 
risks. These same groups realize that because fire 
can be scary, there is a far greater demand for pro-
fessionally prescribed-fire services than can cur-
rently be met. 
Together we are working to coordinate training op-
portunities and supplies of appropriate equipment 
in an effort to provide a source of knowledgeable 
and skilled professionals, landowners, private re-
source management consultants/contractors, and 
fire suppression agencies. Fire policy reflects the 
law of the land and public sentiment. Iowa's natu-
ral resource managers are well aware of what the 
effects of fire exclusion have been on diversity and 
species composition. There is a public cry to re-
new our landscape with the diversity and protec-
tive qualities that our native, fire-dependent grass-
land and woodland species bring. Yes, Iowa is 
embarking on a new adventure - learning to use 
and respect the most ancient of tools - FIRE! 
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Jen Nelson in distress near a prescribed burn. 
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